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Language about Agroecological Practices: 
The Emergence of a Linguistic Market in 
Post-Soviet Cuba.   
Lina Johnston 
 
Introduction  
Prior to the dissolution of socialism 
in the Soviet Union in 1989 and Eastern 
Europe in 1990, Cuba had evolved a highly 
mechanized system of conventional farming 
that relied on imports (fuel and machinery) 
from the Soviet Union. Thus, when 
socialism fell, Cuba lost a staggering 90% of 
these imports, which resulted in a period of 
extreme austerity that the Cuban state 
declared the Special Period in Peacetime 
(hereafter referred to as the Special Period) 
(Morgan 2006). When describing the impact 
of this collapse on Cuban agriculture, one 
producer had this to say: “The Special 
Period bettered agriculture; it helped to open 
our minds to knowledge, to other resources 
and ways that we would not have discovered 
with conventional agriculture” (interview, 
2011). The response of this producer signals 
a gamut of issues that revolve around the 
utter overhaul of Cuban agriculture from 
conventional practices to what is known as 
agroecology.
1
 As might be expected, an 
overhaul of such magnitude necessitated a 
number of transitions that included 
refocusing the type of agricultural research 
being conducted, and adopting 
agroecological practices. Moreover, it is my 
contention that the fundamental transition 
from conventional agriculture to 
                                                          
1
 Different actors see agroecology in distinct ways; 
however, for the purposes of this paper, I refer to 
Rosset et al. (2011:163), who define agroecology as 
farming methods that are based on principles of 
biology, rather than the ready-made recipes 
characteristic of conventional agriculture. In this 
sense, the application of agroecological principles is 
based on the conditions of local agroecosystems, the 
significance of which I briefly expand upon 
throughout the paper. 
agroecology in Cuba can be characterized in 
terms of the emergence of what Bourdieu 
(1991) calls markets of symbolic power, 
accompanied by various new forms of 
capital. As such, the aim of this paper is to 
explore the extent to which the changing 
agricultural paradigm in Cuba has created a 
linguistic market that accrues not only 
linguistic, but also social capital.  
 Bourdieu terms the process by which 
linguistic markets become dominant 
"unification." He (1991:46) writes, for 
example: 
  
“In order for one mode of 
expression among others (a 
particular language in the 
case of bilingualism, a 
particular use of a language 
in the case of a society 
divided into classes) to 
impose itself as the only 
legitimate one, the linguistic 
market has to be unified…. 
Integration into a single 
‘linguistic community’, 
which is a product of the 
political domination that is 
endlessly reproduced by 
institutions capable of 
imposing universal 
recognition of the dominant 
language, is the condition for 
the establishment of relations 
of linguistic domination.”  
 
Bourdieu’s concept of unification as 
captured here seems to convey an oppressor 
versus oppressed schematics of power 
relations. Although this type of schematics 
oversimplifies the complexity of power 
relations, I argue that a similar unification 
process is taking place with regards to a 
language about agroecological farming 
practices in Cuba. In order to explore this 
process of unification, this paper presents a 
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discourse analysis of data collected in 2011; 
the data are predominantly comprised of 
semi-structured interviews, and informal 
conversations with agricultural extension 
professionals, one academic, and farmers.
2
 
In addition, two agricultural extension 
manuals produced in Cuba were examined 
in order to provide greater insight into the 
institutionalization of a dominant language 
about agricultural practices. It is important 
to point out that “discourse” here refers to “a 
specific communicative event, in general, 
and a written or oral form of verbal 
interaction, or language use in particular” 
(van Dijk 2000:104). Couched within 
communicative events, then, between 
agricultural extension professionals, farmers 
and myself, this paper explores the 
production and reproduction of the 
agroecological linguistic market in Cuba.  
In what follows, I first provide 
historical context for Cuba’s new 
agricultural paradigm, followed by an 
exploration of the way in which nationalistic 
messages perpetuated by the state become 
embedded in dialogues between the 
agricultural extension workers, professors 
and farmers that participated in this 
research; the perpetuation of such messages 
offers insight into the practices and 
                                                          
2
 Throughout this paper, the titles of professionals 
will appear in brackets following quotations. 
Included in this paper are the perspectives of a 
professor from the University of Sancti Spirítus 
(UNISS), and agricultural extension professionals 
from Sanidad Vegetal (SV). Sanidad Vegetal is a 
government organization that provides extension 
services to farmers; this organization is mostly 
responsible for monitoring crops and soil, and 
administering biological controls (and chemical 
controls if a biological solution is not available) for 
pests and diseases. Also, Cuba’s Association of Small 
Farmers (ANAP) is an important organization given 
that all of the producers interviewed belong to this 
association. ANAP “provides organizational and 
productive support, as well as training, promotion, 
marketing, international cooperation, for small 
farmers” (Funes et al. 2002:8).   
discourses that accrue social capital within 
the agroecological linguistic market.  Next, I 
explore the various topics and sub-topics 
that consistently emerge in conversation 
about agricultural practices. Such topics 
revolve around generations of farmers, profit 
motives for farming, self-sufficiency, and 
agricultural innovation, and ultimately 
function to delimit farmer identities. It is 
important to stress that agroecology is not 
only promoted by state-level institutions, but 
also by national and international governing 
bodies, like NGOs, farming cooperatives, 
and individual farmers. The perspectives 
captured here, for instance, derive from a 
Cuban professor from the University of 
Sancti Spiritus (UNISS); agricultural 
extension professionals from Sanidad 
Vegetal (SV); and small-scale cooperative 
farmers. In order to provide a more nuanced 
account of the way in which the emergence 
of a linguistic market is not simply a top-
down phenomenon, but is a cultural process 
from the ground up, and that engages a 
number of actors, I refer to Tedlock and 
Mannheim (1995); these authors posit that 
culture arises in dialogue. Indeed, what 
becomes clear in the dialogues presented 
below is that agroecology, vying for the 
dominant market position, is constructed 
based on competing ideologies and power 
dynamics. 
 
Emergence of a New Agri(cultural) Context
3
   
The production of a linguistic market 
that revolves around the agroecological 
paradigm is grounded in a number of 
historical events. Integral to the Cuban 
Revolution was the impetus to modernize 
rural areas; although in the early 
Revolutionary period, a more “nature-
                                                          
3
This section of the article is adapted from my MA 
thesis, Discourses of Security, Agricultural 
Innovation and Nature: the Cuban Transition to 
Agro-Ecology and the Construction of Campesino 
Identity (Johnston 2012). 
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friendly type of agriculture” was promoted, 
ideas of modernity and progress came to be 
associated with conventional agriculture. 
Funes el al. (2002:4-5) explain that, “The 
blue print for this shift came from the global 
strategy of the industrialized countries, 
including the Socialist Bloc in Eastern 
Europe.” In this context, Rosset et al. 
(2011:165) highlight that, “Cuban 
agriculture was a world-class case of 
modernization and of the Green Revolution 
(Machin Sosa et al. 2010), with the most 
tractors per person and per unit of area, and 
the second highest average grain yields of 
Latin America (Rosset and Benjamin 
1994).” As mentioned, through 1972 to 1989 
the functioning of Cuba’s conventional 
agriculture relied upon close trade relations 
with the Soviet Union, the breakdown of 
which propelled Cuba into a new 
agricultural context. Rosset et al. (2010:166) 
foreground the sheer difficulty of the 
situation: “The 1990s saw the Cuban 
population face an economic and food crisis 
while attempts were made to recover and 
boost national food production.” 
In order to address import shortages 
that resulted from the loss of trade relations 
with the Soviet Union, and ultimately the 
forced transformation of their agricultural 
system, the Cuban state was faced with “the 
challenge of creating a comprehensive and 
scientifically sophisticated knowledge base 
to support the new [agricultural] model” 
(Rosset and Benjamin 1994:66-67). The 
development of this knowledge base 
entailed a shift in the type of research that 
was being conducted in Cuba, and that had 
been characterized by Green Revolutionary 
ideals of modernity and progress. Rosset and 
Benjamin (1994:74-75) point out that a 
minority of Cuban scientists began to voice 
concern regarding the environmentally 
destructive consequences of high-input 
agriculture. However, it was only after the 
collapse of such agriculture that “these 
scientists found themselves at the top of 
political and administrative agendas.” This 
group of scientists was “motivated by 
concerns over the fate of nature”; hence, the 
new direction in scientific research was 
primarily centered on tapping into what 
nature could provide, rather than chemical 
and mechanical inputs (Rosset and 
Benjamin 1994:74-75). An additional 
significant factor in the change of research 
focus was the Cuban government’s 
emphasis upon local farmer knowledge and 
participation. Today, Cuban scientists 
continue to rely on this knowledge for not 
only the recovery of traditional technologies, 
but also the development of such 
technologies at the local level (Rosset and 
Benjamin 1994:77; Funes et al. 2002). 
Farmers that are innovative and able to 
combine scientific knowledge with their 
own experiential and traditional knowledge 
are valued as assets that further the 
agroecological agenda. Importantly, the 
analysis presented in this paper is grounded 
in interviews and conversations with 
extension workers, many of whom have 
science degrees, and farmers, many of 
whom have also received technical or 
science degrees; the dialogues below 
illuminate how language about agricultural 
practices has come to be dominated by the 
agroecological linguistic market.  
 Recent agrarian reforms to address 
food security have also contributed to the 
dominance of agroecology. Dealing with 
food insecurity has been an imperative of 
the Cuban state since the Revolution. 
However, given that imports plummeted 
with the fall of socialism in Europe 
(including the Soviet Union), it is hardly 
surprising that food shortage was acute 
during the early years of the Special Period. 
Notwithstanding some measure of economic 
recovery, and increasing food availability, 
food shortage continues to be a chronic 
concern in Cuba today. By 2002 caloric 
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intake by average Cubans had not reached 
global recommendations for consumption 
(Funes et al. 2002:48). Also, Agriculture and 
Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) 2009 statistics 
cite that Cuba “imports approximately 80- 
85% of its foodstuff requirements” (AAFC 
2009). Cuba’s efforts, then, to increase 
internal food production have not 
“overridden the country’s status as a net 
importer of food” (Wilson 2014:155). As a 
result, since 2008 the Cuban government has 
been distributing unproductive lands to 
people who are interested in farming, in 
addition to providing larger plots of land to 
farmers who want it; the goal is to increase 
food security, and to reduce imports by 
boosting the internal production of food 
(Gonzalez, conversation, 2011; Wilson 
2014:158).  
In sum, this brief historical sketch 
points to some of the Cuban state’s 
agricultural priorities, as they have evolved 
since the early 1990s: to increase internal 
food production, and to reduce imports; and 
to accomplish such feats by further 
decollectivizing state lands, and 
redistributing them to private and 
cooperative farmers, and by using a low-
input model of agriculture that emphasizes 
farmer knowledge and innovations.  
 
The Agroecological Message 
Agroecology, as a sustainable model 
of agriculture, has been adopted as a means 
to address these priorities. Wilson 
(2014:161) contends that former President 
Fidel Castro’s participation in the United 
Nations Earth Summit is what influenced 
him to “initiat[e] a shift from the Stalinist 
model of large-scale, industrial agriculture 
to smaller-scale production and the low-
input model of agroecology.” She 
(2014:162) goes onto state that, “To spread 
the ‘agroecological message to the people’ 
(Funes et al. 2002:15), the communist party 
[of Cuba]… sponsors scientific publications, 
media coverage, gives funds to national 
outreach programmes and rewards the most 
productive farmers with material and moral 
incentives, most recently, plots of land.” In 
addition to the state, national and 
international governing bodies, farming 
cooperatives, and individual farmers also 
play a role in the trajectory that Cuban 
agriculture takes. For example, since 2000 
ANAP has promoted “agroecology as their 
official strategy for small-scale farming” 
(Wilson 2014:162; ANAP, interview, 2011). 
Also, Sanidad Vegetal prioritizes the use of 
non-chemical sustainable inputs; thus many 
of their extension workers actively endorse 
agroecology. It is outside the scope of this 
paper to explore how multiple interests and 
stakes in the agricultural system complicate 
representations of a unitary Cuban state that 
is able to implement its particular vision of 
agricultural production. Nonetheless, all 
producers that participated in this research 
belong to ANAP, and all of the extension 
workers that I interviewed work for Sanidad 
Vegetal; thus, it is important to recognize 
that their interests and perspectives 
contribute to the way in which agroecology 
is represented here (for a more elaborate 
discussion of the various institutions, actors 
and interests involved in Cuba’s agricultural 
system see Premat 2012; Wilson 2014).  
The ongoing process of agricultural 
transformation in Cuba is tied to 
nationalistic messages that on the ground 
have come to be integrated into the 
agroecological agenda. Here I explore two 
such messages as they emerged 
ethnographically: profiteering in agriculture; 
and self-sufficiency. In terms of the former, 
Cuba’s history with economic reforms, and 
the impact such reforms have had on 
agriculture, provides insight into the 
implications of profiteering in agriculture. 
Part of the reform process has been to 
legalize free agricultural food markets, 
where farmers can sell produce privately. 
Totem: The University of Western Ontario Journal of Anthropology, Vol. 22 [2014], Iss. 1, Art. 6
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Ritter (1998:70) explains the precarious 
legalization of such markets:  
 
“Although originally 
prohibited in the early 1960s, 
agricultural markets continued 
to function unofficially and 
illegally, and small farmers 
continued to participate in 
them. In May 1980, farmers’ 
markets were legalized, 
permitting private farmers, 
cooperatives, state farms, and 
owners of small pieces of land 
to sell their surplus (above 
state quotas) directly to 
consumers. After a period of 
circumscribed operation, 
however, the markets were 
abolished in 1986, again on 
the grounds that they 
engendered a capitalist 
mentality and also created 
income disparities.” 
 
In 1994, as part of the Cuban state’s strategy 
to address economic instability and food 
shortage, agricultural food markets were re-
opened, and have remained open over the 
last decade (Ritter 1998:78). As Ritter 
makes clear, the moral dilemma associated 
with profiteering in any sector in Cuba 
revolves around an inherent contradiction 
between the socialist system and the 
capitalist mentality that private profit 
engenders. Wilson (2014:5) explains that, 
“national standards of value” in socialist 
Cuba hold that, “food and the land on which 
it is grown are forms of collective property.” 
Thus, the fact that some citizens, private and 
cooperative farmers, are able to profit off of 
the sale of food strikes to the heart of the 
contradiction between socialist values and 
profiteering. As I demonstrate below, in 
terms of the agroecological linguistic 
market, farmers who are perceived to be 
profit-driven acquire less social capital. 
The latter nationalistic message that 
surfaced in discussions with agricultural 
extension workers, professors, and farmers 
revolves around self-sufficiency. As noted, 
in response to the 1989 crisis, the Cuban 
government “encouraged a massive 
conversion of agricultural production 
towards a scaled-down, green approach 
associated with self-reliant, sustainable and 
organic practices on small production units” 
(Premat 2009:32). Linked to this scaled-
down agriculture was the Cuban 
government’s “official message… that 
citizens could no longer expect the state to 
provide; now citizens had to help themselves 
by ‘relying on their own efforts and means’” 
(Castro in Premat 2009:34).
4
 In terms of the 
agroecological agenda, self-sufficiency is 
entangled within broader narratives of 
national sovereignty. Wilson (2014:163) 
writes:  
 
“Raul Castro [current 
President of Cuba] has carried 
on Fidel’s martial slant to 
promote the agroecology 
movement…. Raul now makes 
symbolic connections between 
a lower reliance on imports of 
food and petroleum-based 
inputs, on the one hand, and 
the need to defend Cuba’s 
national borders, on the other. 
As he stated in 1994: ‘In the 
difficult and unchanging 
geopolitical and geoeconomic 
conditions of Cuba, food 
security is an important way to 
preserve our sovereignty and 
national security.’” (Cited and 
paraphrased by Valdés 
2003:399, my translation)  
 
                                                          
4
Adapted from Johnston, 2012. 
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Raul Castro represents the “self-sufficiency” 
of Cuba in terms of macro-level national 
sovereignty, and the island’s independence 
from external resources. At the local, micro-
level of the farm, the national importance of 
self-sufficiency is reproduced through 
agricultural discourses that emphasize 
survival, innovation, and the recognition of 
local solutions (based on the use of 
resources internal to the farm). In the 
unification process around agroecology, 
social capital revolves around the ability to 
produce by not relying heavily upon external 
farm resources and inputs (in other words, to 
survive, innovate, and rely on local 
solutions). 
 
Identity Politics: Farmer “Types” 
Generation 
Within the agroecological market, 
certain linguistic and material practices 
accrue various forms of capital, which are 
apparent in the identity typologies that are 
ascribed to farmers. For example, a 
consistent topic that emerges in the language 
about farming practices is that of 
generational types. That is, agricultural 
professionals express certain ideas about 
generations of farmers that are overlapping 
and in some instances, contradictory. 
Gonzalez (Professor) maintains, for 
instance, that: 
 
“The older generation did not 
think about agroecology, but 
their agriculture was 
spontaneous, correspondent to 
nature. They had a vision to 
take care of the soil. They 
didn’t rotate the crops as 
intensively, and their 
strategies were less aggressive 
but they didn’t know about 
agroecology…. The young 
farmers [the new generation] 
are concerned with 
capitalizing incomes but some 
have touched the world of 
sustainable agriculture. Some 
of them are also fakes; they 
use the guise of being 
sustainable to obtain funds for 
projects.” (interview, 2011) 
 
Here Gonzalez refers to pre-Revolutionary 
subsistence farmers as the older generation; 
he points to the notion that such farmers 
were more authentic in their capacity to 
farm in line with nature. Also, in his 
consideration young farmers are post-1989, 
many of whom are profit-driven. As noted 
above, since 2008 a new group of farmers 
has been entering the agricultural vocation 
as a result of the state's incentives to boost 
production by distributing lands. With 
respect to these new farmers, Ayala 
(Agricultural Extension Professional) 
expresses a similar sentiment to that of 
Gonzalez, and contends that, “new farmers 
do not have a culture or knowledge of 
agriculture and their first motive is to make 
money. There is a risk with this type of 
farmer” (interview, 2011). The risk that 
Ayala refers to here revolves around the 
excessive use of chemical inputs; farmers 
that are not well-trained in agroecology, or 
whose fathers and grandfathers were not 
farmers by vocation, have a greater potential 
to over-use chemical inputs.
5
 These new 
farmers are also at risk of participating in 
and perpetuating the underground economy 
of agro-chemicals. Interestingly, the 
implication is that those farmers who are not 
taught or raised within a culture of farming 
constitute potential threats to the 
agroecological paradigm.  
                                                          
5
 It is important to qualify that farmer “types” were 
sometimes discussed in contradictory ways. For 
example, farmers who have been raised within the 
tradition of farming were also, at times, represented 
as resisting the adoption of agroecology, and favoring 
the continued use of extensive chemical inputs.  
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However, there are also new farmers 
that are not considered a threat. For instance, 
during an interview with a producer, Gomez 
(Agricultural Extension Professional) 
interjects to explain: “This farmer is part of 
a new generation of producers that have 
changed their conception about agriculture. 
Before this generation, farmers in this region 
preferred to plant monocultures of garlic or 
onion. This new generation have diversified 
their crops” (interview, 2011). Diversifying 
crops is a key component of the 
agroecological model for a number of 
reasons; the most important reasons, though, 
are that crop diversity helps to not only 
mitigate the potential harm that pests and 
diseases might cause (thus reducing reliance 
on chemical inputs) but also works to 
support food security by providing a greater 
variety of crops to the population (among 
other benefits).  
 
Profiteering versus Innovating  
The concern with new farmers taps 
into a larger moral narrative that revolves 
around the capacity to be self-sufficient, and 
impacts how farmers are characterized by 
extension workers and professors. Self-
sufficiency is often construed as ‘Special 
Period survival,’ a term that characterizes 
the context wherein Cubans could no long 
look to the “old benefactor state” to solve 
their problems, and provide all resources 
(Kapcia 2008:82) (for a discussion of 
‘survival’ in the context of material and food 
scarcity see Weinreb 2009; Pertierra 2011). 
As a strategy to dealing with the acute 
material and food shortages of the early 
Special Period, many Cubans migrated from 
urban centers to rural areas to become food 
producers. According to Gonzalez 
(Professor), these farmers brought with them 
“An aggressive style of working the soil” 
(interview, 2011). He goes onto explain that 
“the farmers who returned to the land had a 
vision of the market,” whereby they wanted 
to increase their income and better their 
situation by producing a scarce commodity, 
food (interview, 2011). When I conducted 
research in 2011, the concern that new 
farmers are merely profit- hungry 
maintained its salience. Although the 
concern with “profiteering” farmers pre-
dates the 1989 economic crisis (as outlined 
above with regards to the state’s opening 
and closing of agricultural markets), it 
appears to have regained new significance 
within the linguistic market of agroecology. 
Gonzalez speaks to this concern, and notes 
that “The idea of capitalizing incomes… 
influences how farmers manage the land. 
The concept of survival has been substituted 
by the idea of capitalizing incomes. The 
mentality of many farmers is to have more 
money” (interview, 2011). There is a duality 
to the concept of ‘survival’ as Gonzalez 
alludes to it: farmers who survive by 
profiteering are considered less noble and 
authentic than those agroecological farmers 
who survive by practicing a more organic, 
subsistence form of agriculture.  
The narrative around self-sufficiency 
is also linked to innovation. In this way, the 
ability to innovate is seen as central to 
survival.
6
 In contrast to the risk presented by 
new, profiteering farmers another aspect that 
is often construed as constituting new 
generation farmers is the capacity to be 
innovative while simultaneously ‘relying on 
one's own means.’ To this end, Rosset et al. 
(2011:168) argue: “The fact that 
agroecology is based on applying principles 
in ways that depend on local realities means 
that the local knowledge and ingenuity of 
                                                          
6
Similarly, in terms of the impact of Special Period 
material constraints on life in Cuba, Weinreb 
(2009:65) argues that “a lexicon of references to the 
daily strain of Cuban ways and means of living has 
emerged.” Among these terms are luchar (to 
struggle), resolver (to resolve), and inventar (to 
invent), terms that parallel the state’s emphasis on 
innovation as a means to survive. 
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farmers must necessarily take a front seat, as 
farmers cannot blindly follow pesticide and 
fertilizer recommendations prescribed on a 
recipe basis by extension agents or 
salesmen.” Pérez (former Agricultural 
Extension Professional) makes a similar 
comment, and maintains that “If all 
resources like chemical and mechanical 
inputs are available, it is easy to produce by 
conventional agriculture. But when the 
results of your crop yield depend upon the 
construction of knowledge in the farm, such 
as learning how to adapt crops, etcetera to 
the local conditions, it depends more upon 
the knowledge and skill of the farmer” 
(interview, 2011). Such skill could be 
exemplified in any number of 
agroecological practices, and it was certainly 
apparent which practices were considered as 
demonstrating skill. In the following 
example, Ayala (Agricultural Extension 
Professional) explains how one producer 
reduces reliance on chemical inputs: “This is 
interesting. Now I am learning. This farmer 
does a botanical preparation using four to 
five different species like neem, which is a 
plant that produces a substance that controls 
insects, all different plants that have a 
repellent affect. He mixes it with water and 
lets it sit in a tank for a week, and then 
applies it every week to onion to avoid the 
use of pesticides" (interview, 2011). Yet 
another remarkable example of innovation is 
a producer who has molded and remolded 
the landscape of his farm in order to prevent 
against the effects of erosion. In one field, 
this farmer uses the trunks of two royal palm 
trees embedded within the terrain in order to 
prevent soil from washing away down slope. 
This practice is considered innovative 
because the producer has addressed 
agroecological concerns over erosion by 
using local materials that are free and close 
at hand.
7
 In this sense, farmers are not only 
talked about in terms of their innovative 
                                                          
7
 Adapted from Johnston, 2012. 
practices, but such innovation is also evident 
in the material landscape. 
 
 
 
Solution in Hand  
Although being self-reliant is 
important to agroecology in Cuba, there are 
certain farmers who epitomize self-
sufficiency. These farmers are known as 
Promoters, which is an institutional title that 
ANAP extends to producers who exhibit 
extensive knowledge regarding agroecology, 
and an advanced capacity to innovate and 
produce sustainably. As one farmer 
expressed, some Promoters can be 
considered “bibles of ecology” (interview, 
2011). The title of Promoter is part of the 
“package” of moral incentives used to 
“spread the message of agroecology” 
(Wilson 2014:162). Promoters are key actors 
within an important approach to agricultural 
extension that is being adopted by various 
agricultural organizations in Cuba, and that 
is known as farmer-to-farmer methodology. 
This methodology is based on popular 
education, whereby Promoters are seen as 
leaders by example: they work with other 
farmers to teach them agroecological 
practices.  
 There are several Cuban agricultural 
extension manuals and brochures that 
feature the farms and innovations of 
Promoters. Within the national narrative 
around self-sufficiency, Promoters are 
talked about as having access to the 
knowledge and skills necessary to solve the 
country's agricultural problems. For 
instance, one manual succinctly states: 
“Promoters, those who already have the 
solution to the problems in hand” (Sosa et 
al. 2010:54, my translation). This same 
manual has a chapter entitled “The Solution 
is in Our Hands,” and goes onto explain that 
after a decade of systematically developing 
the farmer-to-farmer methodology, “Cuba 
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already has in their hands the answer to the 
problem of food” (Sosa et al. 2010:75, my 
translation). Integral to this answer is a key 
principle of Cuban agroecology: "to achieve 
the maximum usage of existing resources or 
inputs that can be generated within the farm, 
which will help to reduce dependence on 
external resources and inputs" (Grupo 
Asesor Provincial 2001:6, my translation). 
The narrative of self-sufficiency, as it is 
expressed in terms of local solutions, is 
reproduced in the language about farming 
practices, and epitomized by Promoters. 
Both Promoters in my sample, for instance, 
talked about achieving equilibrium in the 
farm: “If there is an equilibrium met 
between the plants, the insects and the 
animals of the farm, there is no need to use 
chemicals, or external inputs” (Promoter, 
interview, 2011). Again, the macro-political 
process of working for national self-
sufficiency by boosting production and 
reducing reliance on imports is evident in 
the microcosm of the farm. 
 
Popular Education as Unification 
In terms of the role that education 
plays in the unification of a linguistic 
market, Bourdieu (1991:48) contends that, 
"In the process which leads to the 
construction, legitimation and imposition of 
an official language, the educational system 
plays a decisive role: 'fashioning the 
similarities from which that a community of 
consciousness which is the cement of the 
nation stems'." In contrast to the formal 
education system that Bourdieu refers to 
here, Promoters use popular education as a 
methodology to endorse and teach 
agroecology. Nonetheless, I argue that 
Promoters as popular educators work to 
legitimate the language about agroecological 
practices. Speaking of a particular Promoter, 
Ayala (Agricultural Extension Professional) 
states that, "He has the right tools 
implemented in his farm. He is developing a 
culture of the agroecological, and might be 
able to teach the other farmers better than 
we [agricultural extension workers] can 
because he is innovative, he is looking for 
solutions, learning from different people, 
hearing what they say, applying the 
knowledge, and accepting what works and 
doesn’t work" (interview, 2011). Although 
Promoters clearly contribute to the 
construction of agroecology as a dominant 
market, popular education is based on a 
theoretical framework that prioritizes the 
decentralization of decision making, and 
horizontal relationships, rather than top-
down power dynamics. That is, it is 
important to recognize that Cuban farmers 
are not impelled to adopt agroecology, but 
they are encouraged to do so. 
 In another sense, however, it is also 
notable that ‘Promoter’ is an institutional 
title, and as such, exemplifies the symbolic 
power of naming. With respect to naming, 
Bourdieu highlights a distinction between 
individual naming and official naming; of 
the latter, he states,  
 
“Above all the legitimate point 
of view of the authorized 
spokesperson, the delegate of 
the state, the official naming, 
or the title or qualification 
which, like an educational 
qualification is valid on all 
markets and which, as an 
official definition of one’s 
official identity, saves its 
bearers from the symbolic 
struggle of all against all, by 
establishing the authorized 
perspective, the one 
recognized by all and thus 
universal, from which social 
agents are viewed.” (Bourdieu 
1991:239-240)  
 
Although farmer identities are produced in a 
Johnston: Emergence of a Linguistic Market in Post-Soviet Cuba
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2014
49 
 
way that integrates various social actors, 
governing bodies, and other cultural 
processes, the official naming of the 
Promoter exemplifies the extent to which 
agroecology is constructed at an institutional 
level as "the authorized perspective." In 
contrast to the risk presented by profiteering 
farmers, the Promoter identity epitomizes 
the authenticity of new generation farmers 
who are self-sufficient, innovative, and 
skilled in agroecology. Indeed, part of this 
skill is the ability to subscribe to a language 
about agroecological practices, and to 
transfer knowledge to other farmers, and 
audiences using this language.  
 
Reproducing Agroecology  
While Bourdieu highlights the power 
implications in the process of unification, 
and in the act of naming in particular, he 
also stresses that there is a level of 
complicity within such relationships. He 
(1991:164) argues that, "symbolic power is 
that invisible power which can be exercised 
only with the complicity of those who do not 
want to know that they are subject to it or 
even that they themselves exercise it." In 
this sense, there is unconscious (but also 
conscious) participation on the part of the 
actors that are embroiled in relations of 
symbolic power. What I mean is that the 
unification of the language about 
agroecological practices is not simply 
couched within relationships of hierarchical 
power; on the contrary, each participant in 
this process has agency, to varying extents. 
In this sense, it is useful to think of what 
Bourdieu calls complicity in terms of a 
network of relations of symbolic power; 
each point, or actor, in that network is 
complicit in the power they enact, and in the 
power that is enacted upon them.
8
  
                                                          
8
 Although I do not draw directly from Foucault in 
this paper, I do acknowledge that this is a Foucaultian 
way of considering power relations.  
 In order to flesh out what complicity 
might mean in the context of agroecology in 
Cuba, I turn to what Mannheim and Tedlock 
(1995) refer to as the dialogic emergence of 
culture. These authors (1995:2) argue that, 
"cultures are continuously produced, 
reproduced, and revised in dialogues among 
their members. Cultural events are not the 
sum of the actions of their individual 
participants, each of whom imperfectly 
expresses a pre-existent pattern, but are the 
scenes where shared culture emerges from 
interaction." The dialogic emergence of the 
agroecological market is apparent in the 
following excerpt. In this informal 
discussion, two agricultural extension 
professionals from Sanidad Vegetal are 
chatting with a farmer about his practices. I 
am listening, but Ayala (Agricultural 
Extension Professional) is also explaining 
certain parts I do not understand: 
 
“AYALA. The farmer is 
telling the history of when he 
made a contract with a state 
enterprise to produce papaya 
seeds, and when the inspector
9
 
came to see the field, the 
farmer had planted tomatoes 
between the rows of papaya. 
The inspector said it was 
prohibited due to the problem 
of whitefly. But the farmer 
said it is not a problem if you 
pay attention to the crop, and 
he produced more than 100 
quintales of tomato, and more 
than 300 quintales of papaya. 
The enterprise said that he was 
one of the largest producers of 
                                                          
9
 Cooperative farmers in Cuba make contracts with 
the state to fulfill agricultural production plans (as 
noted above, once farmers fulfill the contract quotas, 
they can sell excess produce at free agricultural 
markets). State agricultural inspectors monitor the 
planting of contracted crops, as do Sanidad Vegetal 
agricultural extension professionals.  
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seeds in spite of the small size 
of the production area. This 
practice is not in the 
recommendations of Sanidad 
Vegetal because whitefly is a 
pest that transmits a virus, and 
tomato and papaya are both 
attacked by whitefly.  
GOMEZ (Agricultural 
Extension Professional). A 
good farmer has the initiative 
to experiment, to do the trial 
of what works and doesn’t 
work!” (interview, 2011)  
 
Although the farmer's voice is, in a sense, 
absent from this excerpt, Mannheim and 
Tedlock (1995:14) note that, "Any single 
participant is, indeed, positioned socially, 
but no single voice can be understood except 
in the context of all the others, against the 
background of the emergent social reality 
that both reflects and shapes their 
interaction." Ayala re-tells the story for my 
benefit, and also puts it in terms that are of 
importance to his profession (and passion). 
Gomez also interprets the story in a way that 
has particular significance to him: farmer 
innovation. Indeed, the various competing 
positions of the agroecological paradigm are 
apparent in this short excerpt, and yet this 
discussion evidences well the complicity of 
farmers and agricultural extension 
professionals (in addition to me) in the 
cultural production and reproduction of 
agroecology.  
 Mannheim and Tedlock (1995) 
further contend that participants in dialogue 
are in a sense delimited by the responses and 
expectations of other participants. These 
authors (1995:13) write that, "Although 
ethnographers of performance tend to 
emphasize the indeterminacy and irreducible 
contingency of events, participants engage 
in an elaborate interactional play through 
which the range of interpretations is 
constrained. This includes bodily 
positioning, adjustments of gaze, shifts in 
rhythmic synchrony, asides, and other subtle 
moves, all of which are continuously tracked 
by and responded to by the other 
participants in the event.” Interestingly, in 
certain interviews that I conducted, 
agricultural extension professionals 
provided what might be described as a meta-
commentary on such performativity. For 
instance, the following discussion that took 
place around the question of how the farmer 
manages pests and diseases in his crops, and 
what products (pesticides) he uses:  
 
PRODUCER. “I do treatments 
by hand, with a sprayer.” 
AYALA (Agricultural 
Extension Professional). 
“What type of product and 
how many treatments to do 
you do?”  
AYALA (speaking only to 
me). “I asked about what type 
of product and  how many 
treatments to get more 
information from the farmer.” 
PRODUCER. “I use what the 
agronomists recommend.” 
AYALA (speaking only to 
me). “He is very intelligent. 
The products he uses are 
recommended by the 
agronomist or technician, 
which is the product best 
suited to  deal with the 
pest or disease. When he 
detects a disease he consults 
with technicians. Sometimes 
he takes a sample to Sanidad 
Vegetal, and according to the 
disease, the technicians 
recommend a product. 
Sometimes he detects the 
problem and knows what to do 
to treat it.” (interview, 2011)  
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The subtle nuances of this conversation are 
complex; essentially, the farmer is 
describing the state recommended processes 
for treating pests and diseases. When a 
farmer notices a problem with his crops or 
soil, it is suggested that he take a sample to a 
Sanidad Vegetal station, where agronomists 
or agricultural technicians assess the 
problem, and administer the appropriate 
biological or chemical control to treat the 
pest or disease (Ayala, conversation, 2011). 
However, when Ayala notes that the farmer 
is “very intelligent,” he provides a meta-
commentary on the fact that this farmer is 
saying what he is expected to say. Here, 
Ayala alludes to the possibility, not 
necessarily the fact, that the farmer is not 
being entirely truthful. Moreover, the above 
conversation epitomizes that the unification 
of the language about agroecological 
practices is not simply imposed from above; 
rather, this linguistic market emerges in 
dialogue.  
 
Conclusion 
Discussing farmer practices, Gomez 
(Agricultural Extension Professional) draws 
a distinction between traditional and 
innovative knowledge. He states:  
 
“Many people say that farmers 
have much wisdom, much 
traditional knowledge coming 
from their grandfathers and 
fathers. But often this is like a 
dogma; many farmers apply it 
mechanically. It is not exactly 
wisdom. Among the many 
practices that farmers apply, 
some they apply from their 
grandfathers and fathers 
mechanically. We 
[agricultural extension 
professionals] introduce new 
alternatives because farmers 
reproduce and  repeat this 
‘wisdom.’ Wisdom should 
mean creativity, to develop 
something new.” (interview, 
2011) 
 
Here Gomez signals the way in which 
agroecology in Cuba is considered a novel 
paradigm, a paradigm that farmers, 
extension workers, the state and citizens are 
involved in creating. The topics that surface 
from the language about agroecological 
practices, and the identity typologies of 
farmers are born out of this generative 
process. Moreover, Gomez points to the fact 
that the agroecological market is in process 
of unification. The essence of what Gomez 
is saying here parallels Bourdieu’s concept 
of habitus; generally, “habitus is the way 
society leaves its traces in us, including 
dispositions that make us talk, walk, think 
and feel in particular ways, while we are 
also shaping it” (Farah, lecture, 2014). The 
subscription of certain farmers to the 
traditional dogma of their grandfathers and 
fathers can be considered in terms of 
habitus, a habitus that is being transfigured 
via the agroecological paradigm.  
Notably, Bourdieu (1991:48) draws a 
link between nation-making and 
"normalizing the products of the linguistic 
habitus." This link is apparent in the Cuban 
context, whereby nationalistic messages 
regarding profiteering and sovereignty are 
rolled into the agroecological agenda. At the 
local farm level, such messages are 
reproduced in terms of self-sufficiency, 
survival and innovation, and are integral to 
the identity politics of the agroecological 
linguistic market. To some extent, such 
identity politics can be seen as 
“normalizing” agroecology as the preferred 
practice of agriculture. It is important, 
however, to recognize that the unification of 
a language about agroecological practices in 
Cuba is a contested terrain of competing 
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positions. As Gonzalez (Professor) aptly 
concedes: "Agroecology is a tendency 
nowadays, but not the dominant tendency" 
(interview, 2011). Although many farmers 
readily adopt not only the language but also 
the practices of agroecology, farmer 
resistance to the agroecological paradigm 
exists. Such resistance, moreover, is fodder 
for further lines of linguistic inquiry into 
Cuba’s agricultural system.  
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